Objective: One of the most common and recent highlighted psychological problems is anxiety symptoms. This study investigated the moderating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship between confrontation with existential issues (death, freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness) and anxiety.
Introduction
roblems related to anxiety are relatively common, and about 30%-40% of people in Western societies at some stages in their life suffer from disruptions that are associated with anxiety (Sadock, Sadock & Ruiz, 2015) . Anxiety is known as an unpleasant emotion that includes features such as worry, restlessness, and panic. These emotions may occur in humans while responding to unspecific events, situations, people, or phenomena (Roy-Byrne, 2015; Teimouri, Goetze & Plonsky, 2019) .
Anxiety arises when individuals try to survive, protect, and defend themselves, and the factors that create anxiety are inevitable aspects of the human condition (Langs, 2018) . Existential therapists differentiate normal anxiety and neurotic anxiety and consider anxiety a potential source of growth. Normal anxiety is the right response to the event with which a person is faced. Besides, it is not necessary to suppress this kind of anxiety, but it can be used as an incentive to change. In contrast, neurotic anxiety does not fit the situation and usually happens unconsciously and can make people inactive and reduce work performance. They define existential anxiety as a kind of neurotic anxiety. Confrontation with border situations provokes existential anxiety in humans (Cooper, 2016; May & Yalom, 2005; Zafirides, 2013) .
Yalom represented 4 border situations: feeling lonely in the universe, being mortal, losing the meaning in life, and making irreversible decisions. In other words, an individual's confrontation with these situations provokes existential issues (death, loneliness [or being isolated] , freedom [or responsibility in life], and meaningless) in humans (Yalom, 1980; Zafirides, 2013) .
Inability to the healthy confrontation with existential issues is the leading cause of many mental disorders, including anxiety symptoms. Death anxiety has a significant positive correlation with anxiety symptoms (Neimeyer, 2015) . Feeling lonely not only has a significant positive correlation with anxiety symptoms (Gallagher, Prinstein, Simon & Spirito, 2014; Ostovar, Allahyar, Aminpoor, Moafian, Nor, & Griffiths, 2016) but also can predict these symptoms (Muyan, Chang, Jilani, Yu, Lin, & Hirsch, 2016) . Moreover, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi suggested that meaninglessness in life correlates with anxiety symptoms. Since the study of the relationship between anxiety symptoms and all the components of confrontation with the existential issues has not been conducted yet, one of the objectives of the study is to fulfill this task.
One of the challenges of research studies is the possible influence of moderating variables on the relationship between two or more other variables (predictor and criterion). Therefore, the aim of the study was examining defense mecha-
Plain Language Summary
Existential concerns (death, freedom, meaninglessness, and isolation ) are common in all humans. This confrontation naturally produces anxiety. If the anxiety is higher than normal, a variety of mental disorders may develop. Hence, it is important to examine how we confront with existential concerns. Different defense mechanisms reflect how we confront with existential concerns. Defense mechanisms are strategies that we use against problems. Some of them including mature defense mechanism (e.g. humor and optimism) can lead to our health, while other mechanisms like immature and neurotic defense mechanisms (e.g. denial of problems) can lead to various psychological problems. In this study, we found that mature defense mechanisms can reduce the level of anxiety created by isolation and responsibility. In contrast, other defense mechanisms may lead to higher anxiety. There, we can protect ourselves from the burden of responsibility and isolation by using mature defense mechanism. In other words, we can reduce the burden of responsibility, isolation and death anxiety by reducing the use of other defense mechanisms.
nisms as a moderating variable in the relationship between an individual's confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms. This investigation can reveal the nature of the relationship between existential issues and anxiety symptoms. So, psychotherapists and psychologists can apprehend a more comprehensive understanding of anxious people who confronted with existential issues. Choosing defense mechanisms as a moderating variable in the relationship between an individual's confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms can be traced to Yalom's view. He sees the individual's interaction with various components of the existential issues through different defense mechanisms. On the other hand, immature and neurotic defense mechanisms can lead to the symptoms of anxiety (Colovic, Tosevski, Mladenovic, Milosavljevic & Munjiza, 2016; Freud, 2018; Punamäki, Kanninen, Qouta & El-Sarraj, 2002; Waqas, 2015) .
Defense mechanisms are a series of operations used by organisms to protect themselves from impulses and emotions. Defense mechanisms are defined as a set of mental operations to keep unacceptable thoughts, impulses, and desires out of the field of consciousness to protect people against growing anxiety, to increase self-esteem, or to protect self-integrity. Defense mechanisms are considered a part of personal performance, but the overutilization and the inappropriate use of specific defenses can lead to psychological anxiety (Cramer, 2015; McAdams, 1998) . Andrews et al., (1993) divided defense mechanisms into 3 categories: mature, immature, and neurotic mechanisms. The mature defensive style includes the mechanisms of sublimation, sense of humor, prediction, and suppression. The neurotic defense style consists of the defense mechanisms of undoing, pseudo-altruism, idealization, and reaction formation. The immature style includes the following defense mechanisms: projection, passive aggression, acting out, isolation, devaluation, autistic fantasy, denial, displacement, dissociation, splitting, rationalization, and somatization. Therefore, concerning the effects of defense mechanisms on the components of confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms, this study aimed to examine the moderating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship between confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms.
Methods

Study participants
The participants of the present study included students at the Ferdowsi University of Mashhad in the academic year 2017-2018. According to the Krejcie-Morgan Table (Krejcie & Morgan, 1970) , 378 students were selected as an adequate sample size. However, because of the possibility of the distortion of some questionnaires, the initial sample size of 400 people was calculated.
Study procedure
The present research is a cross-sectional study. The participants were selected by the convenience sampling method. To control the fatigue and order effects, the scales of questionnaires were presented in two different orders. The inclusion criteria included their consent to participate in the research and studying at the Ferdowsi University of Mashhad. Regarding the ethical consideration, the researcher provided the necessary explanations about the aim of the study. Then, the researcher proposed the instructions for filling the questionnaires to each participant and, finally, asked them to participate in the research. They could choose not to answer a particular question and they were free to withdraw at any time during the study without giving a reason. By eliminating 11 incomplete or confused questionnaires, the number of samples was reduced to 389 students (218 male and 171 female students). The Mean±SD age of the male and female participants was 20.84±2.91 and 22.31±3.67 years, respectively. The Mean±SD age of all students was 21.48±3.33 years. It took approximately 30 minutes to fill out the questionnaires.
Study measures
Death Anxiety Scale (DAS)
Templer designed Death Anxiety Scale (DAS) with 15 Yes/No questions, in which "Yes" represented the anxiety of death. The scores of the self-report scale range from 0 to 15, and higher scores indicate more death anxiety. In American society, the test-retest reliability coefficient of the scale was found 0.83 and its concurrent validities with the Manifest Anxiety Scale and Beck Depression Inventory were found as 0.27 and 0.40, respectively (P<0.001) (Templer, 1970) . Rajabi and Bohrani stated that the reliability of this scale in Iranian society through the split-half method and internal consistency were found as 0.6 and 0.73, respectively (P<0.001). Tavakolli and Ahmad Zadeh (2011) . found that the reliability of the test via test-retest, split-half, and Cronbach's alpha society is 0.87, 0.59, and 0.75, respectively. Russell et al., (1996) developed this scale for the first time. A 4-point response option scale (1=never, 2=rarely, 3=sometimes, 4=often) is scored based on the Likert-type scale. The Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient for the scale ranges from 0.89-0.94, and its reliability through the test-retest method in a 1-year frame is 0.73. Significant correlations demonstrated the convergent validity of the scale with other tests (Russell, 1996) . In Iranian society, the Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient of this scale is 0.89. The correlation coefficient of the answers to the question about persistent loneliness is 0.55, which is significant at the level of P<0.01 and reflects the convergent validity of the scale. The divergent validity of this scale through its correlation (r=0.67) with the Beck depression inventory (P<0.01) was confirmed (Bohayraei, Delavar & Ahadi, 2010) .
UCLA Loneliness Scale (Version 3)
Responsibility Scale of California Psychological Inventory
California Psychological Inventory is a self-report scale created by Harrison G. Gough to assess the sustainability features of personality in the healthy population. This scale measures variables such as loyalty, responsibility, trustworthiness, achievement via conformance to rules and regulations, and believing the dominance of wisdom and rationality (Groth-Marnat, 2009 ). The test-retest coefficient of the questionnaire is 0.70 (P<0.001). The coefficient of internal consistency of scales ranges from 0.52 to 0.82, representing the internal consistency of the scales of this research (Gough, 1987) . Atefvahid et al., (2006) reported that the reliability of the scale in Iranian society is 0.57 and the test-retest reliability coefficient of the scale at a 2-week interval is 0.73 (P<0.001). Pasha and Gudarzian (2008) also stated that the reliability of this scale was found 0.76 by calculating the Cronbach alpha coefficient and 0.88 by using the split-half method.
Meaning Life Questionnaire
This scale is provided by Steger et al., (2006) to evaluate the significance of living or existence and effort to find meaning in life. Meaning life questionnaire consists of two scales, which evaluate the meaning in life and the search to find the meaning in life. According to Steger et al., (2006) the Cronbach alpha coefficients of subscales of meaning in life and searching for meaning are 0.07 and 0.73, respectively. The convergent validity of the scale through its correlation with similar scales ranges from 0.61-0.74 (P<0.001). The test-retest reliability of the scale in Iran with a 2-week time interval for the subscales of meaning and searching for meaning were 0.84 and 0.74, respectively (P<0.01). The Cronbach alpha values of searching for meaning and the meaning of life were 0.75 and 0.78, respectively. So, it seems that this scale has satisfactory internal consistency (Eshtad, 2009 ).
Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS)
Lovibond and Lovibond introduced the Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS). It is a 21-item test that measures the symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress. This scale is a valid instrument for assessing the symptoms of negative emotions, the reliability and validity of which have been confirmed in multiple studies (Antony, Bieling, Cox, Enns & Swinson, 1998; Brown, Chorpita, Korotitsch & Barlow, 1997; Daza, Novy, Stanley & Averill, 2002; Lovibond, 1998; Norton, 2007) . Besharat reported the Cronbach alpha coefficients of the DASS subscales (depression, anxiety, and stress) and the total number of DASS as 0.87, 0.85, 0.89, and 0.91, respectively. These coefficients confirm the internal consistency of the depression, anxiety, and stress scale at a good grade. The concurrent, convergent, and discriminant validities of DASS were calculated and approved through the simultaneous implementation of Beck depression inventory, Beck anxiety scale, positive and negative affect schedule, and mental health inventory of participants, as well as comparing the scores of general and clinical population groups (Besharat, 2005) .
Defense Style Questionnaire (DSQ)
Andrews et al. was designed this questionnaire with 40 questions and scored based on a 9-point Likert-type scale (from strongly agree to strongly disagree). The questionnaire measured 20 defense mechanisms in terms of neurotic, mature, and immature defense mechanisms. Based on the applied questionnaires, it was revealed that inner consistency and validity measures for this questionnaire are adequate (Martin et al., 2019) . The psychometric properties of the Persian version of the defense mechanisms questionnaire were investigated and confirmed (Besharat, 2007; Besharat, Sharifi & Iravani, 2001) .
In these studies, the Cronbach alpha coefficients for questions of each subscale of Defense Style Questionnaire (DSQ) ranged from 0.83-0.94 for mature style, 0.81-0.92 for immature style, and 0.79-0.91 for neurotic style. The internal consistency coefficients were confirmed for the subscales of DSQ. The test-retest reliability of DSQ was obtained for patient (n=107) and normal samples (n=248) at 2 to 6 week intervals from 0.73-0.87 for mature style, 0.71-0.84 for immature style, and 0.69-0.78 for neurotic style. These coefficients have confirmed the test-retest reliability of DSQ.
The convergent and discriminant validity of the Persian version of the questionnaire was calculated and approved through the simultaneous implementation of mental health inventory, inventory of interpersonal problems, neuroticism and extraversion personality subscales, and the positive and negative affect schedule in the case of both patients and normal groups (Besharat, 2007) . Table 1 presents the Mean±SD scores of confrontation with existential issues, anxiety symptoms, and defense mechanisms by sex ratio and for the entire sample of students at Ferdowsi University in the academic year 2017-2018. Table 2 presents the results of the Pearson correlation test. Anxiety symptoms have a direct and significant cor-relation with death, anxiety, and loneliness. They also have an indirect and significant correlation with responsibility and meaningfulness of life. Loneliness and death anxiety have a direct and indirect significant correlation with immature and mature defense mechanisms, respectively. Responsibility and meaningfulness of life have an indirect and direct correlation with immature and mature defense mechanisms, respectively.
Results
To examine the moderating role of defense mechanisms in the relationship between confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms, a set of stepwise and hierarchical regression analyses were separately conducted for each of 3 defense mechanisms (mature, neurotic, and immature). In this method, variables were entered into hierarchical regression analysis in 3 steps, including existential issues, one of the defense mechanisms, existential issues, and defense mechanism. According to stepwise, as the analysis method in this research, insignificant variables would be excluded from the model. During the process of stepwise and hierarchical regression analysis, each model only presents significant variables, and the final model is the most fitted. Table 3 summarizes the examination of the moderating role of mature defense mechanisms. A comparison between models 3 and 4 shows that the moderating effect of mature defense mechanisms will increase the amount of R 2 to 0.17 (∆R 2 =0.039, ∆F=18.100, P=0.000). Therefore, model 4 shows that 3.9% of the observed variance in anxiety symptoms is explained owing to the moderating role of mature defense mechanisms. Moreover, the Beta coefficient showed that the moderating effect of mature defense mechanisms (β=0.229, t=4.254, P=0.000) significantly explains the variance of anxiety symptoms based on loneliness and responsibility. Table 4 presents the results of moderating regression analysis to investigate the moderating role of neurotic defense mechanisms in the relationship between confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms. The comparison between models 3 and 4 shows that the moderating effect of neurotic defense mechanisms has significantly increased the amount of R 2 to 0.04 (∆R 2 =0.048, ∆F=22.459, P=0.000). Moreover, the Beta coefficient showed that the moderating effect of neurotic defense mechanisms (β=0.330, t=4.739, P=0.000) could significantly explain the variance of anxiety symptoms based on loneliness, responsibility, and death anxiety. Table 5 presents the moderating role of immature defense mechanisms in the relationship between confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms. Model 4 shows the degree of the relationship between predictor variables of loneliness and immature defense mechanism's responsibility after entering the moderating effect of immature defense mechanisms. The comparison between models 3 and 4 shows that the moderating effect of immature defense mechanisms has significantly increased the amount of R 2 to 0.04 (∆R 2 =0.041, ∆F=19.488, P=0.000). The moderating effect of immature defense mechanisms (β=0.261, t=4.415, P=0.000) can significantly explain the variance of anxiety symptoms based on loneliness and responsibility.
Discussion
Defense mechanisms could moderate the relationship between confrontation with existential issues and anxiety symptoms. To explain these findings, we can point out to the main core of confrontation with existential issues. Ultimate concerns or existential issues represent death, loneliness, freedom, and the meaninglessness of the individual in relation to existence. These facts conflict with the desires of immortality, real relationships, meaningfulness, and the structured situation in existence. People are aware of these facts consciously and unconsciously; thus, alive individuals are confronted with the facts intentionally or unintentionally (Zafirides, 2013) .
When a person is unable to accept these facts, the pressure on him or her increases. Against suffering from this confrontation, self uses defense mechanisms of distorting reality, including immature and neurotic defense mechanisms. The appropriate use of these mechanisms provides psychological security, but their excessive use prevents a person's growth. Moreover, by using ineffective defense mechanisms, the risk of developing emotional disorders, especially anxiety, would increase (Zafirides, 2013) . Therefore, their moderating effect in the relationship between an individual's confrontation with existential issues and mental disorders will increase (Yalom, 1980) . In contrast, whenever a person fully accepts the givens of existence, influenced by the acceptance of reality, this person will use better defense mechanisms consistent with the realities (or mature defense mechanisms). Thus, the moderating effect of these mechanisms leads to decreasing anxiety symptoms in the confrontation with existential issues.
The results specified that just loneliness and responsibility could predict anxiety symptoms by the moderating role of defense mechanisms. Both the loneliness and responsibility are more objective and specified existential issues than death anxiety and meaninglessness. Besides, defense mechanisms are absolutely and healthy and unhealthy ways for coping with existential issues; they are also objective, like loneliness and responsibility. Therefore, these objective existential issues are moderated by defense mechanisms as objective coping ways (Punamäki et al., 2002) .
The findings of this study have important theoretical and practical implications. In theory, this research investigated risk factors and the ways to create anxiety symptoms in a new way. The findings of this study confirmed the importance and effectiveness of an individual's confrontation with existential issues in developing anxiety symptoms. It was shown that a variety of defense mechanisms would moderate this confrontation. Therefore, by focusing on how individuals cope with existential issues, they should be helped to reduce the use of immature and neurotic defense mechanisms and increase the use of mature defense mechanisms. In this way, besides reducing the economic and mental costs of anxiety, solutions can be found based on the existential and psychoanalytic concepts to prevent and treat anxiety.
The present study had some limitations. The sample was limited to students at the Ferdowsi University of Mashhad in the academic year of 2015-2016. To generalize the results to the entire society, this limitation should be considered. Another limitation of this study was its self-report format and retrospective method, in the sense that their current mood and relations might influence answers and might not reflect their usual conditions. Also, a negative mood would remind the negative points and weaknesses. The third limitation of the present study was using the correlational design, which limited the possibility of the extraction of the etiology interpretations.
Anxiety symptoms were influenced by confrontation with existential issues. Defense mechanisms moderated this relationship.
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